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THE PIANO WORKS OF 
CLAUDE DEBUSSY 

By GUIDO M. GATTI 

THE piano works of Claude Debussy, which characterize the 
composer of PellSas above all others, should be considered by 
themselves for this very reason, withdrawn, as it were, from 
the influence of the esthetic total of that musician's output. And 
even if we withdraw their musical substance — which, as has been 
remarked, is great — the group made up of Debussy's piano compo- 
sitions still remains important in the highest degree, if we study 
them merely from the point of view of the instrument for which 
they were composed. 

The pianoforte has passed through that succession of technical 
phases — we use the word technical to indicate, not mute and lifeless 
mechanism, but the living complex of expressive writing combined 
with especial regard for instrumental possibilities — which is charac- 
teristic of the development of every instrument, and which may 
advance only to a certain boundary of constructive mechanical 
perfection which it parallels. From the primitive keyboard with its 
plucked quill, to the dynamic and coloristic possibilities of the latter 
nineteenth century pianoforte, represents an immense stride for- 
ward in the art of the piano builder; but as a result, what a broad- 
ening out, and, at the same time, what a wealth of elaboration in the 
field of pianoforte literature. From the early forms of a thin and 
transparent schematism, we move through successive stations to 
the complexity of the Beethovenian and Brahmsian sonata, in which 
the piano must fairly burst its bounds in the effort of a distention 
which drives it ever onward in an endeavor to overtake and equal 
orchestral effects. For the orchestra is the dream of the German 
romanticists! Owing to this, the piano, little by little, becomes none 
other than an orchestra of reduced means, the echo of an immense 
instrumental phalanx, and the arena for effects. It gives the 
composer the maximum of happiness when he is able to hear 
in the pages of his piano score the blare of the trumpets, the blast 
of the horns, or the gurgling of the bassoons; the sharp song of the 
violins or the grumbling of the basses. Just as the piano tends to 
lose its autonomy in an increasing measure, its distinctive character, 
thus the compositions written for it lose their intrinsically pianistic 
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design, and increasingly convey the impression of being orchestral 
scores reduced for the keyboard instrument. From the chaste elo- 
quence of Mozart to the Clementian sonata, from the intimacy of 
Haydn to the virtuosity of Cramer and Kalkbrenner, the road is a 
long one; but the transformation is uninterrupted. There, too, we 
find the powerful works of Beethoven — an admirer of the school of 
Clementi — which reflect a distinct suggestion of the orchestra or, at 
times, of the quartet (this last is noticeable occasionally, in Mozart 
as well); and the no less suggestive works of Schumann, which 
reveal symphonic echoes at every step, at times in sharp contrast to 
the dynamic economy of the composition (as, for example, in the 
Sonata in D minor, for violin and piano); and finally, the marvel- 
lously varied works of Johannes Brahms, that towering musical 
genius, endowed with imaginative powers as vast as it is possible to 
conceive; but obsessed at times by the fixed idea of piling up effect 
on effect, without heeding the limitations imposed by his form and 
instrument. This, of course, with the natural exceptions to the rule, 
in particular the three Intermezzi. All that Claude Debussy has 
written for the piano, en the other hand, exists to testify to a regen- 
erated and savorous piano technic, instrinsically pianistic in its 
nature, whose every dynamic and timbre effect is born of the 
instrument itself, and which generates an ample, novel and fascinat- 
ing sonority. With all this, however, one cannot assert that this 
revival and renewal are exclusively the work of the French com- 
poser. Even without harking back to the French composers of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries — that is to say to those 
clavecinistes who have elsewhere been mentioned by me as the true 
ancestors of contemporary French music and to Mozart (of whom 
our subject was wont to say: "O, what a pity that Mozart was not 
a Frenchman! He would then have found more imitators!") — 
Debussy had a great master quite near at hand in our own time: 
Chopin. 

It has been stated more than once in what tender affection 
Debussy held works of the great Pole. He himself (we must remem- 
ber that he was the pupil of a pupil of Chopin), publicly expressed 
this potent love of his a number of times, a love which is disclosed, 
incidentally, in his revisions of Chopin's works for the firm of 
Durand. Yet, even if his own confession had not made this clear 
to us, it would be easy to discover the spirit of Chopin dwelling in 
the composer of the Images, by means of clues often enough 
revealed in his piano compositions. 

Chopin was a poet of the keyboard, and for that very reason 
he hears all its voices, even those which are most subtle and most 
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evanescent. He loved to create atmospheres of sound, in which 
his melodies, so pure and profoundly human in their emotion, 
move slowly as though through their own natural ambient, the 
ambient out of which they are created, out of which they are 
born like perfumed flowers, at the same time giving it, in turn, the 
imprint of their own firmness. Chopin in his pages has created that 
right harmonic medium by means of which we are able to discern 
and understand his winding melodic line; a line at times clear and 
limpid, as though seen through an immaculate crystal lens, as if 
appearing against a serene and diaphanous sky; at others as though 
suffused with mist, veiled in a light wreath of smoke, in a pearlaceous 
cloud traversed by vivid and irradiant gleams. And this sonorous 
realization, of such exquisite lyric and coloristic sensibility, is 
achieved in the most simple, most spontaneous, most fluid manner, 
one that rouses our admiration on every page. Where Liszt has 
overemphasized elaboration, as though he were not sufficiently 
satisfied with his sonal power and structural complexity, where he 
indulges himself in interlacing part with part, voice with voice, and 
lumbering across the keyboard in a close, but heavy and resounding 
gallopade, Chopin has simplified more and more; and has eschewed 
the page black with notes, clustering on the staves like a pushing 
crowd at a theatre entrance, to attain a page white and pure, where 
all that is superfluous, all that does not contribute effectively and 
necessarily to the expressive expression, is elided. For Liszt and for 
his followers, the pianoforte was an end and virtuosity was an ideal 
of art: for Chopin the instrument was merely the means best adapted 
for him — since it was the most varied and most ductile — to express 
the inmost soul of his music, and the height at which he sought to 
arrive was to create in the spirit of the player and listener a poetic 
state of being — dramatic and more particularly, lyric — to refine, as 
much as possible, the stream which discharged his musical speech. 
And it is for this reason — one of many — that Liszt's piano music is 
almost always mechanically difficult; while that of Chopin, on the 
contrary, is supremely difficult to interpret; yet not insurmountably 
nor transcendantly difficult with respect to finger agility, and 
mechanical dexterity. 

A clear proof of this is the difficulty in fingering compositions 
"poorly thought out" for the piano keyboard. Among such compo- 
sitions are many of the Beethoven sonatas, which literally oppress 
the phalanges of the executant, not infrequently subjecting them to 
inhuman and unnatural efforts. In Chopin, on the other hand, "the 
musical concepts are, to a certain degree, dependent upon and 
inseparable from the marvellous manual possibilities of their author" 
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(Casella) . It is true that Chopin is not easy — although many think 
that he is, and acting on that supposition too often delight them- 
selves with formless executions of his music; — yet by reason of his 
clear, strictly pianistic manner of writing, he does not call for that 
strength of wrist and fingers which still makes certain of the Liszt 
Studes, so to say, a bug-bear to pianists of more than average ability. 
Only, it is not enough to play Chopin's music; one needs must under- 
stand it as well. It is not enough for the hands to disport themselves 
on the keys: it is necessary for the intellect and, above all, for sensi- 
bility and the heart to play their part, which is one of the first 
importance. And then, when the soul of the composition is quite 
clear to the player, and he has absorbed it, he may proceed to an 
artistic execution in a short time. If he does not do this, it is quite 
probable that he may arrive at playing a Liszt Rhapsody with 
more or less success; but not even the simplest and shortest of the 
Chopin PrSludes. 

Now, many of the above observations may be repeated with 
regard to the piano compositions of Claude Debussy, who never- 
theless extends — and at the same time restricts, from the symphonic 
point of view — the boundaries of the instrument, in common and 
along parallel lines with the wealth of his means of expression. For 
him, also, the pianoforte was a most faithful friend, and the guardian 
of his most profound and cherished secrets; to the piano he confided, 
within the intimate privacy of his chamber, his sensations of the 
world of apparitions and actual beings; for it he has written his most 
personal and his most moving pages. And although he conceived 
the piano piece as enclosed in the brief ambient of a picture; yet 
he knew how to give it so much of light and air as to cause it, by 
reason of its ample sonority and the universitality of its pathos, to 
spread beyond the narrow limits of its frame in a manner that is 
ideal. He also had an affection for psychic states of being, caught 
up in their most significant features, and considered in a union more 
and more sustained and expressive. For this reason, and in order 
to draw new sonorities from the instrument he, like the Pole, gives 
the greatest possible measure of extension to his chords, now repeat- 
ing the tones of the chord several times, at the distance of an 
octave, now arpeggiating them. And this arpeggio, like that of 
Chopin, is aerial, light and luminous, while that of Liszt is massive 
and noisy, and in the majority of cases, inexpressive. This Chopin 
influence, also betrayed by a number of other more or less significant 
signs, is more especially visible in the piano compositions preceding 
the PrSludes, and may be said to end only with the second book of 
the Images, in which the traces of Debussy's Chopinian passion 
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grow more feeble, and finally disappear; though not in all the twenty- 
four pieces contained in that collection. Yet they only disappear as 
signs, that is to say, tangible and formal indications, and always 
remain present in the spiritual continuity which these two great 
masters had in common. And I myself, reading the exalted words 
which Georges Sand wrote about her pathetic lover, can do no less 
than think of Claude Debussy: "Chopin's genius is filled to over- 
flowing with sentiment, and with emotions which have never existed 
in richer variety. He endowed a single instrument with the lan- 
guage of the Infinite; he knew how to sum up, in a few lines, which 
a child could play, poems of the greatest loftiness, dramas of un- 
equalled energy. Nor did he have to have recourse to extended 
material means to give the measure of his genius: he did not have to 
fall back either on the saxophone nor on the ophicleide in order to fill 
the soul with terror, nor on the church organ to fill it with faith and 
enthusiasm." With certain limitations, these lines may serve to 
trace some of the outlines of Debussy's personality. 



In the rapid survey which we are about to make of the piano 
works of Claude Debussy, we shall have to speak of periods. We 
might at once say that such subdivisions, proposed and accepted by 
some for convenience of reference are, nevertheless, without value 
as criterion s in serious critical writing. Such periods are broad time 
divisions in which to enclose certain characteristic and unchanged 
features of Debussy's music; but to speak of successive phases 
of development already constitutes an error where any artist is 
concerned, and more particularly so when the artist in question 
is an artist like Debussy. All these fanciful conceits of esthetic 
criticism are in reality devoid of meaning: the expression of a 
genuine artistic personality is not subject to a species of perfecting 
process, though we may speak of an enrichment of means; in 
other words, of changes in quantity — but the intimate essence 
of the artist's personality simply exists, and does not change in 
quality from the artist's very first expression on (I mean expression 
in the sense of Benedetto Croce, the artistic realization of an 
individual intuition: there being no such thing as a non-artistic 
expression). The personality of Debussy is one of those which 
unfolded in concentric circles, and indeed, one may say that 
nothing vitally necessary had been forgotten on the road of its un- 
folding; while at the same time no conquest could have been made 
which was not, qualitatively possible from the very beginning. 
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There are, in the works of his first youth, not alone hints, but 
conspicuous gestures and poses which we find again in the works of 
his maturity (for one, in order to cite a single example, the theme 
of Melisande may be found in the first measure of the lyric Nuit 
d'etoiles, of the year 1876), just as in his last pages he returns to 
some of the earlier gestures, which he appeared to have forgotten 
— compare a few passages of the Sonate with some of those in 
Quatuor pour cordes. Yet these are isolated cases: aside from 
these are a multitude of echoes which repeat themselves again 
and again, insistently, occasionally in a fleeting manner; yet always 
in such wise as to establish a cohesion of form and spirit throughout 
the whole of the master's very considerable creative output. We 
need only add: that we will always take for granted that chrono- 
logical references have a merely relative value, since when they are 
used arbitrarily they serve to build up — as has already been re- 
marked — a sequence, and not a organic coming into being, which is 
what really takes place in the artist's inward consciousness. 

We begin then, with a first, youthful period, which already has 
the earmarks of original talent, and of a decisive will to escape from 
the enclosure of romantic form, exhausted and impotent, and in- 
capable of renewing itself. And the light which irradiates the new 
road comes from the eighteenth century: Couperin, Daquin, 
Rameau, Costaley, and all the clavecinistes who return to earth 
for the baptism of the first expression of the Debussyan creative 
gift. Debussy, approaching his art to the echo of the Wagnerian 
tubas, in the presence of Berlioz's conception, muddy yet a-boil with 
genius, and in that of the metaphysical Franckian mysticism, could 
find nothing better to do than to take refuge in the past of the Isle- 
de-France; and in daily and fraternal communion with the great 
spirits of the eighteenth century to recreate a style, clean-cut and 
positively French, yet at the same time modern. And as he was 
precisely Rameau's successor, all showered their invectives on what 
they insisted was the offspring of an abnormal sensibility and 
degenerate sensibility, or of an abstruse and disorganized mentality; 
all this, of course, in the name of tradition, whose self-appointed 
paladins they constituted themselves. Few among the intelligent 
could then realize that Debussy, like all real innovators, was moving 
in the path of the great, the true tradition. (It would be interesting 
to appose the situation some thirty years ago in the France of 
Gounod and Massenet, with the more recent and still existing bitter- 
ness in our own Puccinian and Mascagnian Italy.) 

The first piano numbers by Debussy of which we know, are 
the two Arabesques; but immediately afterward come the Ballade, 
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the Mazurka, the Reverie, etc., as well as the Suite Bergamasque 
which, however, not having been published until 1905, may have 
undergone a final revision. I confess my admiration for these 
compositions though the latter-day Debussyistes have but con- 
tempt for them. We find in the four movements of the suite in 
question so moving a grace, so delicate a sensibility, that we cannot 
show preference for other pages more interesting, perhaps, yet not 
more sincere. Clair de lune! Here we have, among all the most 
exquisite utterances that Debussy the man matured wrested out 
of his genius, the vision of a landscape bathed in moonlight; here 
we have all the effects, only less simply expressed, which reappear 
in the Images and in the PrSludes. For example, what an airy 
flowering of arpeggios ascends the keyboard, to leap up again like 
a fountain-jet which scatters its water on the air, then relapses 
into calm again in solemn tonic and dominant undulations, upon 
which the theme spreads out, ample, sonorous, expressive. And 
therein lies — and it is what is of import above all else — all the 
poesy of nature which the musician can voice. 

It is of no importance that today our admiration of these pieces 
is shared by those well-meaning critics who relegated them to 
limbo, because they found in them melodic blossomings of five 
measures, or more. 

After ten years, dedicated principally to vocal chamber music, 
came the suite Pour le piano. In connection with it, Debussy's 
predilection for the old classic forms should be noted — for the French 



Clair de lune (from a Suite bergamasque»)-measures 39-43. 




The Piano Works of Claude Debussy 

Calmato 



425 




suite, for the danses — in which he has known how to frame his new 
harmonies, his restless rhythms, and his exquisite modernist spirit, 
with such elegance and finish . In pages of this kind (we have already 
mentioned some of them, others we rediscover in the Childrens' 
Corner, in the Etudes) , the composer has known how to couple his 
classicism — intense in the broadest sense of the word — with his 
modernism, the serious and solemn with the light and brilliant. 
The Prelude with which the suite begins is a conspicuous example. 
It is built up on two themes: one, rhythmic, vigorous and, if one 

Prelude (from the suite "Pour le piano,,) measures 1-8. 
Asset anime et tres rythme 
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wishes, slightly Iberian in character, appearing in the first measures; 
the other, slow and solemn, confided to the basses (this recalls, like- 
wise in the accompaniment certain Bachian themes, such as that 
of the organ Prelude in A minor). These two themes follow, inter- 
weave, fly from each other, and return to bear each other company; 



426 



The Musical Quarterly 



and the most delightful contrast characterizes the actual coexistence 
of the nobility and majesty of the second theme, and the playful 
vivacity of the first. The composition ends with a long harp ca- 
denza, light, aerial and coming suddenly, with effect, after the 
seriousness of a few chords in the form of a chorale. It is the aus- 
terity of the cathedral together with the license of the highway: 
Old Johann Sebastian Bach and that "good sport," Chabrier. 

If, in the suite Pour le piano, we are still in the aisthesis of the 
compositions thus far discussed — although this work was written 
after the Nocturnes and at the same time as PelUas — the short com- 
positions which follow, in D'un cahier d'esquisses, already offer some 

/>'«« cahier d'esgnisses —measures 19-21 
En animant peu a peu 




L'Isle Joyeuse —measures 68-71. 

Un peu cede. Molto rubato 




anticipations of the future to which we will have occasion to refer 
again at various times. This cahier, this book, though little known 
because published outside of France, is sufficiently interesting be- 
cause it realizes new sonorities, and draws rare and singular effects 
from the instrument; in the other book, among other things, there 
appear for the first time those low pedal resonances joined with a 
rapid play of arpeggios in the high registers, and their sustention 
of a theme, repeated pianissimo, in the interval of an octave. 
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D'un cahier d'esguisses 


— measure 43. 
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The Estampes are among the most highly developed composi- 
tions which the master has written for the piano. If, in the case of 
the PrSludes, one may speak of impressions, in so much as they 
determine a certain integral moment of intuition, in the Estampes 
we cannot hide from ourselves the loyalty existing to the forms of 
composition there made manifest, with their well-established boun- 
daries and repetitions. Yet all this thematic and constructive 
workmanship is overshadowed by a continuous uninterrupted veil 
of far-away poesy, through which the music is transported into a 
fantastic world, realized by the musician with the intrinsic magic of 
sound. The Estampes, perhaps, have something of the delicately 
faded color of ancient copper-plates, in which the transitions of light 
and shade have been suavely mellowed by the hand of time, and 
which, when we now rediscover their forgotten sheets, recall none 
too remote a past with a sense of infinite melancholy and longing. 
The musician holds us and immerses us in the dream which his own 
moved soul has visioned in the beginning: in the Pagodes evoking a 
Chinese landscape of vaporous and fascinating unreality; in the 
Soiree dans Grenade intoxicating us with the melancholy ardor 
of a night of fragrance, upon whose air sound the thousand and one 
echoes and rhythms of songs and dances; in Jardins sous la pluie, 
leaning against the window-pane to watch the gardens beneath the 
April rain, a loose and beneficent shower which gives the verdure a 
shining brilliancy and clarity, and makes all tilings appear newer and 
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purer after their heavenly bath. To evoke visions of this kind by 
means other than those supplied by music is something more than 
difficult, it is impossible. Music alone — and the music of Debussy 
is marvellously adapted to the case in point — can give our sensi- 
bility those thrills, those slight shocks, those caresses which trans- 
mute themselves into visions of the imagination. In these pictures, 
which are of frequent occurrence in the Debussyian output, there is 
no attempt to draw the outlines nor to recall anything to our memory 
by way of onomatopoeia, or to try the application of material or 
photographic actualities; but instead we have the suggestion which 
carries them over into a spiritual world, where every line becomes an 
idea, every color a sentiment, every sound a passion. Neverthe- 
less, the language of Debussy remains absolutely musical. And 
this because the feelings of the artist himself are absolutely so. Those 
who have thought to estimate the value of the works of the composer 
of PellSas, as they would those of an exquisite artist, yet one who is a 
painter and poet rather than a musician, have advanced the most 
negligibly valuable supposition which their brains might have orig- 
inated. They have confused — and this should not surprise us too 
greatly — the undetermined and unlimited language of sound, with 
the fixed and established language of their books. For people of 
this kind there exists a certain musical vocabulary which is far from 
taking into account the variety and multiplicity of musical speech, 
and these people, therefore, denounce as faulty and ungrammatical 
those who are unaware of such limitations, or who know them only 
to deny them. 

Nevertheless, if the Estampes really belong to that group of 
compositions which has called forth the consideration of the critics 
aforementioned, it is a sign that in their entirety they are still 
conceived in the spirit of those which have preceded them. Among 
them we find pages of wonderful breadth and of high poesy (such 
as the first two pages of the Pagodes, for example), as well as pages 
less happy, and quasi conventionalized (such as the last two of the 
same composition). At bottom, this composition maintains that 
symmetry which demands a slowly moving episode half-and-half 
religious in character, intercalated between the brilliant, rather 
lively movemented Tempo primo, and the last section, which is a 
more or less varied reprise of the first one. Yet with what a sense 
of breadth, of wide horizons, and wtih what a variety of life and 
posture! We need only recall the rhythmic vivacity of the Soirie 
dans Grenade, where the sense of movement is never held down, not 
even transiently, within stereotype patterns, nor loses itself in inex- 
pressive gaps. We need only think of the Jardins sous la pluie, in 
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which a figuration anything but changeable and varied gives place 
to pages which are of unattainable sweetness and perfection. The 
musician has understood the song of the rain which falls upon the 
leaves and on the ground, he has felt its freshness on his face, and 
has voluptuously inhaled the perfume of the flowers bedewed by it, 
and the scent of the humid earth. The driving rain is falling, with 
gusts of wind and sheeted falls of water. Then it clears up, and 
drop by drop, the leaves let fall the first notes of an infantile round: 
Nous 71'irons plus au bois, les lauriers sont coupe's. . . . Another 
driving gust of rain, and the childish fugitive round is frightened 
off, groping, with difficult breathing, for a chance to return. The 
water runs in rivulets, the rain beats like a tambourine against 
the window-panes. And then comes the rainbow. . . . Who is 
there who cannot feel the subtle poesy of the exact detail contained 
in the last two pages of the composition, the tremulating of the last 



Jardins sous la pluie (from «Estampes„)— measures 75-79. 
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rain-drops, irradiated by the sun, already peering through a gap in 
the opening clouds, and which in a single stride breaks forth 
resplendent in the luminous chord of E major? 

The Masques and L'Isle joyeuse seem to belong to an antecedent 
period: to that of the Suite bergamasque rather, than to that of the 
Estampes. They are two brilliant compositions, in which, as is 
invariably the case, the composer's two instinctive qualities are 
shown forth — acute sensibility and refined taste; yet in which we 
find lacking those accents of undeniable originality to be discovered 
in other works, contemporary or antecedent, such as the Nocturnes, 
already instanced, and the second of the Fetes galantes for the voice. 
Nevertheless, some of the rhythmic gestures in the Masques deserve 
attention. Of particular interest is the rhythmic effect due to the 
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fact that the movement is in three-quarter time, while the accentua- 
tion is in six-eight time. 

A new step in advance is taken the following year — 1905 — with 
the first collection of the Images: a short step , for the suite in ques- 
tion is still closely allied to the Estampes, with the exception, not- 
withstanding, of the first tempo of Reflets dans I'eau which, owing to 
a certain harmonic coloring, and a tendency to amplify its compo- 
sitional limits, presages the clarity of the second book of the Images. 
In this piece Debussy depicts a musical landscape: the reflections 
mirrored in a pool, shifting and changeable, having all the tenuity 
of tender fancies. There dwells in these pages the feeling of solitude 
and of revery, expressed in the three notes which are born inde- 
pendently of their chordal tissue, and which repeat without inter- 

Reflets dans I'eau (from "Images,,) -measures 1 and 2 
Andantino molto 
(Tempo rubatoi. 




ruption, while light plays over the entire gamut of their notes, from 
the sparkling of the sunlight to its evanescence in the evening shad- 
ows. And they return, these three notes, now that night has come, 
"in distant and harmonious sonority." The last page of Reflets dans 
Veau is worthy of a very great poet. Of the other two movements, 
the Hommage ti Rameau stands for a tribute of devotion to this great 
man of the eighteenth century, whom Debussy helped to rescue 
from undeserved neglect. (Of such "homages," Debussy wrote only 
one other, for Haydn, a brief little occasional number, without any 
particular pretentions.) Mouvement represents the pleasure taken 
by the superbly skilled artificer in the combination of innumerable 
triplets with a brief and untamed theme, and in his drawing from 
them every possible effect. 

With the second book of the Images we already enter upon a 
new period of Debussy's art: that which has been called its third 
period — of which his symphonic suite La Mer rings the magnificent 
annunciatory chimes. This period may be summed up in a single 
word — but one to be understood in a certain definite sense — the 
word "melodic." The harmonic sensibility predominating in the 
Nocturnes and in the Estampes gives way in the second book of the 
Images to an affirmation of the melodic line which is no less 
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sensitive. We say melodic, since the word does not mean a specified 
quality of melody, but all melody, melody in general, the song which 
finds its expression in a firm, monodic and essential line. And a line 
of this sort — which may be filiform, thread-like, or built up of small 
successive masses, established the character of the composition — 
constitutes its real substance, and its living and moving frame- work. 
This difference in attitude in the field of music — first disclosed 
in Debussy — finds its analogies in painting and in literature, in 
which it arrives, nevertheless, as always, a step in advance. Sym- 
bolism and impressionism are no longer the only concepts which 
divide the field of esthetics; it is beginning to be admitted that art 
has become an instrument of marvellous delicacy; yet that presently, 
it must and will have to have recourse to something more definite, 
more exact. In painting, Gauguin subdues nature with the authority 
of his figures, void of detail, and of his colors whose harmony 
is all the richer after their gradations have been removed. The 
artist regains his right of straightforwardness of interpretation: 
Matisse, Cezanne, Picasso, Braque, join themselves to Gauguin. 
Literature wishes to eliminate from poetry above all what pertains 
to the history of some individual consciousness, and instead pre- 
serve all that which shows itself to be a legacy of life in general. 
Mallarme passes on, and in his place appear new idols: Claudel, 
Peguy, Rolland, Suares, Bertrand, etc. In music all this is trans- 
lated into an affirmation of greater definiteness and of greater 
solidarity; and in addition, in a new conception of sentiment which 
turns toward a multiplicity more vast and simple. Debussy's art 
no longer wishes to be an art of langour, which might be defined, 
ante litter am, by Verlaine's celebrated stanza, than which no other 
better express its emotion: 

Je suis l'Empire & la fin de la decadence, 
qui regard passer les grands Barbares blancs, 
en composant des acrostiches indolents 
d'un style d'or ou la langeur du soleil danse. 

(I am the Empire which, in decadence spent, 
Watches the huge, white Barbarian advance; 
While writing acrostiches indolent 
In golden style, where the sun's languors dance.) 

The humanitarian crisis which the musician traversed during 
this period finds its apogee in the first book of the PrSludes, and in 
the Iberia, in which the human values are of absolute, if not exclusive, 
importance. Yet emotion is always restrained within certain limits 
not established by the composer's will, but insisted upon by the 
expressive contents themselves. And nevertheless, there is not a 
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note, not an effect, not a sentiment that is obscure in it. All is 
expressed with so great a humility, with so chaste a modesty (or, 
rather, in the spirit of that famous saying, "take eloquence and 
wring its neck!") that it seems as though it were the passionately 
trembling evocation of our own inmost being. In not any one of its 
moments does this music of Debussy's surprise us; in any one of life's 
hours, listening to it, we can yield ourselves up to it, interiorly, 
allow ourselves to be cradled upon its waves with confidence and 
joy. We do not understand, therefore, why the emotion which 
vibrates in the first movement of the Sonata quasi una fantasia 
should be considered potentially human, and that which is born of 
the miraculous reevocation of the Temps qui fuit, illumined by the 
rays of a pallid moon, should not. A vast, sleeping country-side, a 
moon which at times peeps through the clouds which crown the 
skies, and at others irradiates the simulacrum of that which has 
been (a temple? the temple of our faith, the tomb of our love, with 
all the softness of our smiles, and whose recollection brings the tears 
of home-sickness to our eyes?) There are alternations of diaphanous 
clarity, and of deep and awesome obscurity; a forest crowded with 
allurement, full of attraction and mystery. And above this land- 
scape a voice — our own voice — which sings intimately. Beethoven 
makes his melody proceed out of an arpeggio in triplets in the suave 
tonality of C sharp minor; and Debussy gives shape to his lunar 
atmosphere with its song. And it is more than a melodic line, it is a 
figure in full, in which the musician, a sculptor in tones, has con- 
densed all the vanishing life round about, in which he has enclosed 
all the radiance, and all the meaning of the surrounding landscape, 
and is the incontestible master of the scene. In the second one of t l e 
Images — in particular the one of which we have spoken, and in the 
Cloches a travers les feuilles — we find realized for the first time that 
intimate, creative process of the suggestions of the picture, anent 
which so much has been said. Debussy does not wish to describe a 
picture in its actuality; with the musical realism of Wagner — not- 
withstanding that in the Trilogy there already are discoverable ink- 
lings of new expressional evocations — Debussy has sought to trans- 
late, to carry over into music the musicality expressed by the natural 
landscape, by means of tonal reproductions. For example, a char- 
acter piece, let us say one that is slow and religious, becomes a 
mountain impression if at times we feel the chime of bells ringing 
through it; or a shepherd's melody intoned on a rustic pipe gives a 
page of pastoral character. And the latter, when written in certain 
traditional rhythms definitely regarded as bucolic in style, becomes a 
woodland sketch, no sooner has the composer uttered a bird-cry, or 
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caused the brooklet to murmur in triplets, or flow in arpeggios; and 
thus it goes. This ree vocation proceeds, therefore, out of the exte- 
rior and the extrinsic, inasmuch as there may be mountains without 
bells or shepherds, and woods without brooklets. Debussy, on the 
contrary, wishes to express the inner, intimate musicality, the inex- 
pressed music of things; that aspect of them which is capable of 
transforming itself in the inwardness of a musical being in musical 
expression; to present auditive sensations, musical rather than 
visible. Suggestion takes the place of illustration. The things which 
he hears and sees are those for which it is impossible to find a definite 
musical form (that is to say a formula); yet the non-acoustic 
phenomena of nature make so decisively a musical impression on 
him, that its expression irresistibly brings us into direct contact 
with the phenomenon itself, with its outward appearance. (In this 
connection I should mention that it is not even possible to affirm to 
what degree Debussy's last compositions, the PrSludes in particular, 
really contribute to illustrate their respective titles. Their com- 
poser was so conscious of this fact that, in effect, in some of the 
pages he has placed the title after the composition, as though to 
leave the question of the precedence of the visual impression upon 
his auditor, or the contrary, quite open.) 

From the standpoint of musical expressiveness in itself, the 
second book of Images gives evidence of far more simplicity than the 
first, be it by reason of the stripping off of unnecessary elements, be 
it because of a condensation of substance in phrase and harmony. 
This trend toward simplicity is the sign of the artist's maturity. A 
certain excessive thickness of writing, which we rediscover here and 
there in the Estampes, and in the first book of the Images, disappears 
in this second book; in which, however, the composer takes pleasure, 
at times, in certain gestures of his own, personal if one wishes; yet 
which end by becoming stereotype (we notice some such, which from 
being no more than passing, hardly stressed, have grown more 
frequent and disadvantageous, more pattern-like). Such are, for 
example, those contained in the first measures of Et la lune descend 
... a progression of chordial blocks to give a sense of mystery 
and, so to say, of immobile movement; the appoggiatura in thirds, 

El la lune descend sur le temple qui fut (from "Images H„) -measure* 1-8. 
Lent (J = ««>X^"~~X^^n* l 
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whose employ is discreetly abused, from the Poissons d'or to De- 
bussy's very last numbers, and the insistence on the whole-tone 
scale which in the Cloches a travers les feuilles ends by causing a 
certain monotony. Yet, on the other hand, the harmonic unity of 
the composition shows itself in all its perfection. We have else- 
where said that Debussy found a species of music which develops 
itself, conceived in its own measure, in such wise that it becomes 
necessary to seek in the beats which follow, the meaning hidden in 
the preceding ones. Yet at other times he has written pages in 
which, as it were, the music is confined to the moment; in 
which not alone the individual chord, but each individual note as 
well, seems to be vitalized with the most intense life. 

This condensation must of necessity lead the French composer 
away from the more spacious and complex forms, and conduct him 
toward the composition which is brief and succinct: in the Isle 
joyeuse, looking across the Images, we almost attain the synthetic 
expressiveness of the Preludes. To simplify and to condense, such 
was the constant preoccupation of Claude Debussy (we observe it 
in his pianoforte compositions, but it also exists— though somewhat 
less evidently — in those for orchestra: Compare La mer with San 
Sebastino). On the eve of the war he wrote to a friend: "The 
further I progress, the more I detest that intentional disorder which 
is no more than a means of tricking the ear, consisting only of odd 
and entertaining harmonies which are merely society amusements. 
. . . Whatever happens, we must first find, then suppress, in order 
to reach the living heart of emotion!" It is the speech of a master 
artist, whose soul knows the incessant and dolorous labor of crea- 
tion, and the anxiety of finding the expression which will reveal it in 
its every vibration. 

In his twenty-four Preludes, and especially in the first twelve, 
Debussy has given us his master- work in pianoforte composition. 



Before this, however, aside from the two brief pages of the 
Hommage a Haydn and the waltz La plus que lente, we have a short 
parenthesis, dedicated to childhood or, better said, inspired by child 
life: the collection known as The Children's Corner and the Boite & 
joujoux (this last, in fact, actually appeared three years after the 
Pr&ludes; but because of its kinship to The Children's Corner, we 
doubt that it was written later) . 

Debussy was a great lover of children; he had but one child of 
his own, lively and graceful, who was his whole joy. For his 
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"Chouchou" he would drop any work upon which he might be 
engaged, to amuse himself with this baby of his (poor "Chouchou," 
she has rejoined her father in the realm of disembodied spirits!), for 
her he would have given up the conversation of all of his great col- 
leagues. He was one who remained to the very last — as an artist 
who was on terms of brotherly affection with him has related — "a 
genuine big child. "That same marvellous innocency and clarity of 
sentiment which is the fundamental characteristic of his art, showed 
itself in his every gesture, in his every word. At the age of fifty he 
still took great pleasure in his baby, in handling and playing with 
her as a mother might." This, which might present the appearance 
of a vague form of senility, was instead no more than the expansive- 
ness of his clear and limpid soul, to which things still presented 
themselves in the same forms, and were productive of the same 
sensations which they might have given a babe. He realized in the 
most perfect manner those anti-intellectualist esthetics of mystic 
origin, which have brought forth Claudel, Barres, and Suares, and 
which have achieved their philosophic apogee in Bergson's work. 
The latter says in one of his pages {La Perception du changement) : 

There exists at least one class of these privileged beings, who move in an 
ambient of pure pereeptweness, which is, in the pure feeling or sensitiveness 
to things, untouched by the intellect, and they are artists. These care only about 
extending their perceptions, without seeking to rise above them . . . 

Art, in a word, must show them things as they actually are, and 
not in the misformations wrought by the intellect. Now no art has 
a more emotional origin than that of Debussy: in no music does the 
intellect play a more secondary r61e than it has played in Debussy's 
music. It is childlike then, an art like this, when we take into con- 
sideration that with the child, sensations and perceptions predom- 
inate over idea and representation. It is childlike, also, insomuch as 
it looks upon the appearance of things and the birth of phenomena 
with the eyes of stupefaction; insomuch as it thinks that all is novel 
and miraculous, and that man, in giving names to things, and tabu- 
lating in the form of definite conceptions spiritual and physical 
attainments, only destroys poetry and beauty. Indeed: the art 
which draws its inspiration from these esthetic principles — mystic 
or spiritistic, if one chooses to call them so — denies the isolation of 
things, and thereby their very self-determination; it precludes the 
possibility of things being recognized and comprehended in them- 
selves alone, ringed with some definite sign which is built-up around 
them like a preserving barrier. The indistinct — the idea of the un- 
ordered, as Bergson calls it in his Evolution criatice — is not regarded 
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as a negation of the definite, but by itself alone, as a positive value. 
It is precisely the application of these esthetic principles in the 
field of figurative impressionism, that gave birth to the paintings of 
the ultra-moderns; and there is more than one example of it to be 
found in Debussy's music. 

All that has been said by way of digression is put forth to make 
clear that this attitude of sympathy on the part of the French musi- 
cian for little children and child-life, as the result of a consciousness 
of an art particularly directed to their sensibilities, makes it easier to 
understand its esthetics, as displaying a natural trend toward the 
intimate. 

The "Children's Corner" is a suite of six pieces, of modest 
dimensions, in some of which another aspect of the composer's 
sensibility is revealed; namely that which seizes upon the grotesque 
in men and in things, and exercises its irony upon them, not in a 
caustic, yet in a sharp and pungent manner. The Doctor Gradus ad 
Parnassum is a caricature of the vain scientific inflexibility of the 
compilers of studies and methods and, in a broader way, a satire 
upon the whole world of professors and those "strong in their sub- 
ject." The arrow flies straight to the mark and hits the majority 
of the German musicians, the contemporaries of the guild, mathe- 
maticians and scientists of musical art, whose sensitiveness is 
slightly pachydermatous; like that of the poor elephant Jumbo, per- 
haps, who follows immediately after, and who suddenly falls plac- 
idly asleep, lulled like a good bourgeois by a saccharine cradle-song; 
for the proximity of the two pieces is not without its significance. 
Yet all the composer's capacity for irony or satire — which, never- 
theless, must be regarded as an intellectual matter — seems for the 
moment exhausted, and does not reappear until we reach the last 
piece of the collection Golliwog's Cakewalk, where it is camouflaged 
in the form of a dance, and supplies a practical reason for a conclu- 
sion. Debussy is quite the reverse in his SirSnade a la poupSe, in his 
La neige danse, and in his Petit berger, in which his heart is a-quiver 
with homesick emotion, and finds accents of miraculously lyric 
quality. To speak of the stylistic perfection of these pages is no 
hyperbole: the beauty of the compositions is revealed in their 
harmonic entirety, in the balance of their episodes, in the delicacy 
of their detail. 

Never, perhaps, did Debussy combine in fixed forms, such as 
those of the "Children's Corner," a greater lucidity of expression 
with a feeling so full of humanity and of tenderness. Certain 
touches in the SerSnade (in particular that in which the passionate 
phrase is entrusted to the left hand) are characterized by a movement 
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at once vivid and sincere which, perhaps — such vivacity and 

Serenade a la poupe'e (from"ChiIdren's Corner,,)- measures 46-62 

Allegretto ma non troppo 




such sincerity — the composer will not be fated to find again. "The 
Snow is Dancing" is the precursor of the subtle poesy of the 
PrSludes, and the latter's evocative power; while at the same time 
it is able to speak with a voice that appeals to the heart (notice the 
repeated theme, which emerges from the swirling extravagance of 
the innocent snowflakes). 

La neig* danse (from"Children's Corner,,)— measures 23-26. 
Moderement anime 




The Petit berger is written with a simplicity and purety which 
make us think of the elocution of the second number of the Fetes 
galanies. All together, the six numbers of the collection once more 
affirm the composer's tendency to ever further clarify expression, 
to ever further simplify the language of tone, making no more 
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concessions to technical virtuosity or to the instrumental executant, 
something we have already had occasion to accentuate and which, 
before long, we will find realized in full. The ballet La boite ajoujoux 
came to the composer's mind as a result of the celebrated perfor- 
mances of Serge Diaghileff's "Russian Ballet" at the Chaieht, which 
took place in 1911; and it undoubtedly reflects the influence of these 
compositions, in particular, and in quite a special way that of 
Stravinsky's Petrouschka. This last remark, however, refers rather 
to the tout ensemble of the inspiration, to its scenic plot and the dispo- 
sition of its parts, than to the quality of its music which, as may be 
imagined, is different enough from that of Stravinsky. Yet, 
even in his conception of the ballet, Debussy was somewhat at 
variance with the Russian spirit. At bottom of the burlesque scenes 
of Petrouschka, there is something indescribable of bitterness and 
tragedy, transcending the boundaries of the comic — though the 
scene quasi be played by wooden marionettes — and which invests 
them with a symbolic significance altogether human. The magic 
of the Charlatan, so the author informs us, has communicated to 
the rest, to the marionettes, to Petrouschka, to the Ballerina, to 
the Moor, all the feelings and passions of human beings. In the 
Boite a joujoux, on the other hand, we have genuine wooden mari- 
onettes, in whom, at the most, a somewhat awkward tenderness 
serves to indicate their human quality. Andre Helle's argument, 
however, infantile in form, is delicious by reason of its poesy: 

This story happened in a box of toys. Boxes of toys, are, in fact, 
kinds of cities, in which the toys live just like people. Or rather, per- 
haps, cities are only boxes of toys in which the people live like play- 
things. The dolls dance: a soldier sees one of them, and falls in love 
with her; but the doll has already given away her heart to an idle, 
frivolous and quarrelsome clown. Then the soldiers and the clowns 
have a great battle with each other, in the course of which the poor 
little wooden soldier is grievously wounded. Abandoned by the villain- 
ous clown, the doll takes in the soldier and loves him. They marry, are 
happy and have numerous children. The frivolous clown becomes a 
village constable — and life goes right on in the box of toys. 

Here we have all that there is in Debussy of sensibility; of subtle 
tenderness and humor, and delicate sentiments, for whose intimate 
expression the composer decided the piano would suffice, and in 
consequence of which the ballet takes its course with no more than 
a pianoforte annotation. (Later, Andre Caplet orchestrated the 
piano score, and in this new dress it was recently presented at the 
Theatre Lyrique.) It is a little jewel: the silhouettes of the elephant, 
of the negro, of the policeman, are drawn with restraint; yet 
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incisively and conclusively drawn; the effeminate sweetness of the 
bambola is all contained in that sinuous and extraordinarily common- 



La boite a joujoux (Danse de !a poupee). 

Doux, gracieux et souple 




place waltz and the proud vacancy of the English soldier in that 
march which well-nigh recalls The Golliwog's Cakewalk. (We might 



la b<yite a joujoux (Le soldat Anglais). 

Mouv't de Marche modere 
8 




SV tassa... 




8™ iassa 



mention in passing that this frequently recurs in characteristically 
English subjects — landscape and figure subjects — and is one of the 
characteristics not neglected by the French artists of Verlaine's 
period. England, a land of fogs and of pale suns, seemed to them 
to be the background best adapted for their dreams, and their 
indeterminate nostalgia. And this is another point of contact 
between musicians and poets who were brethren: it is the pre- 
Raphaelite England of the Demoiselle Slu, of "The Blessed Damo- 
zel"; the Verlanian England of Green; the Shakespearean England 
of Puck, and of his sisters, the Fates; the Turneresque England of 
the Brouillards; the humorous and funambulistic England of Pick- 
wick, Esq., of General Lavine, of the Minstrels.) 
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The four-and-twenty Preludes (twenty-four: the perfect number 
where Preludes are concerned, from Bach to Chopin and Scriabin, 
no matter how they may compare as regards their tonal specifica- 
tions), were printed in two books, each containing twelve, in 1910 
and 1913 respectively; yet we may take for granted that they were 
written without interruption in the years from 1909 to 1913, accord- 
ing to information supplied by the composer's friends. In the first 
twelve, little by little, Debussy, as he goes, abandons by the road- 
side the last traces of any personality save his own — in particular as 
regards their instrumental dress — and creates for himself a musical- 
pianistic language which is truly his personal possession. He reduces 
his compositions, so far as length is concerned, within more modest 
limits, henceforth does away with all repeats, and with episodes not 
called for by inspiration, but merely by the symmetry of parts. He 
frees himself from all restraint, and is able to express himself in full, 
recounting his impressions in a manner at once strong and synthetic. 
Each of the Preludes — a title only too unfitting to express the inform- 
ing spirit of these compositions — is a picture in itself, matured in its 
every portion, and expressing a special musical condition of being on 
the part of the artist. His impressions come to him from every side: 
from visions of the country, from recollections of distant lands, from 
poetic and literary reactions, from the figures of plastic art: in the 
very centre of his extraordinarily vivid life, he sees and listens; and 
this is how these translations into music are generated within his 
inner self, and thus come to signify to him the true meaning and 
conduct of his art. It is a collection of sensations illimitable as 
regards space and time, and which are all equally a legacy on the 
part of the composer's decisive personality. 

When he began to write them Debussy was already master of 
his characteristic mode of expression to such a degree that he 
could dispense with his favorite patterns. The variety of his 
musical gestures, and the multiplicity of his sensations allowed him, 
to use on the one hand the whole-tone scale, even to the extent of 
building up a whole prelude on it (as in Voiles, where the only excep- 
tions are the six measures, en animant, and the little chromatic 
fragment in measure 31a), and elsewhere, to stick to the most ortho- 
dox of harmonies, the most permissible tonal observances and 
modulations (as, for example, in the delightful La fille aux cheveux 
de lin, informed with so straightforward and moving a poesy) . Yet, 
even where he employed traditional means, Debussy knew how to 
infuse them with novel feeling. Certain of the Preludes, when we 
come to examine them, after having been fascinated by their 
sonority, leave us somewhat disillusioned, and at the same time 
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filled with admiration for their simplicity, their transparent clear- 
ness, and the unveiled nudity of their technical construction. All, 
or nearly all, are built up on one or two themes, linear and self-con- 
tained, with little modulation, and with hardly any embellishment; 
nor episodes either, if by episode we understand, as usual, something 
which enters to interrupt the course of the principal idea. The whole 
of the prelude Des pas sur la neige (What sad things they say to each 
other, those footsteps which lose themselves in the snow!) may be 
said to have been born of a single theme, which from time to time is 

.. Des pas sur la neige (from "Preludes,, I)-measures 2-4. 



Triste et lent J = 44 




PP Ce rythme doit avoir la valeur sonors 
d'un fond de paysage triste et glace 

emphasized by a desperate invocation, and after which there 
resound "tender plaints," to die away slowly against the sonorous 
background of an equalized design, one balanced without closing 
afterbeats, which gives us the feeling of the naked, snowy country- 
side, where all things have lost their shape, and noises have no echo. 
Elsewhere Debussy gives us the impression of the even sweep of the 
furious wind, without having recourse to the venerable chromatic 
scale, the passages played with great finger-power up and down the 
keyboard, without trills or arpeggios. How? By means of a design 
of the greatest simplicity, which is neither more nor less than the 
minor second. Thus it is that "the wind in the plain" wails and 



...Le vent dans la j»Ja«'«w (from"Preludes„I)-m»a8ure 1. 

Anime. J=«s 

ausst legerement que possible 




ululates, and we feel all the tragic poesy of this invisible and omni- 
present force. Elsewhere the composer's sensitiveness is, so-to- 
speak, divided, cut in two: in Les sons et les parfums tournent dans 
Vair du soir — as one of our musicians, who is a pure and acute inter- 
preter of Debussy has remarked — two distinct conceptions may be 
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noted in more than one passage (the first measures, for instance), in 
which the elements contained in the two principal lines express, so- 
to-say, the tone-poet's human feeling, that of "his tender heart, 
which abominates the vast blackness of nothingness"; and the mystic 
atmosphere of evening and the skies, "sad and lovely, like a great 
open-air altar." The prelude has no development, but is a succes- 
sion of ideas and of fragments, a multiplicity of vague and indistinct 
harmonies and colors, among which one can hear emerge at times the 
voice of a violin which trembles "like a heart afflicted." And from 
the harmonies of this page, so rare, so tormenting in their volupty — 
truly Baudelarian in their particolored exquisiteness— we come to 
those which follow, clear, open and meridional, of Les collines 
d'Anaeapri, luminous with the radiance of the key of B major. 
Debussy wished them not only to obey the laws of diatonic harmony, 
but also those of time-hallowed form, and the whole composition is 
rigidly constructed as regards its themes, with its frank coda and its 
frank intermezzo, moderate, without showing any signs of the 
monotonous or commonplace, owing to the variety of colors and 
designs, of contrapuntal details so informed with good taste, and 
whose equal it would be hard to find. For all this we need only refer 
to the detail of measure 81, and the measures following, where the 
popular folk-tune theme is handled contrapuntally with the descend- 
ing scale of the key, and in the reprise of the last five measures, 
which form such a luminous close. Then there is the vast open-air 

Lea collines d'Anaeapri (from"Preludes„I)-rfInal measures 




canvas of La CathSdrale engloutie and that of Ce qu'a vu le vent 
d'Ouest. Debussy's music has an extraordinary affinity with the 
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spirit of water: it has mobility, transparency, a rapid shifting of 
colors and reflections: the magic empire of Debussyan musicality is 
surrounded and, so to say, immersed in the fluid element. Water 
slumbers lightly in the grot, or flows laughing from the hollow of lov- 
ing hands from which the snow does not dissolve (Le promenoir des 
amants) ; its agile jet sighs upward toward the blue (Soupir) , or falls 
back in a liquid, flowered medley like a rain of tears (Le jet d'eau); 
the heart weeps when "it rains on the town." The water sings with 
the voice of the Sirenes, and from sea to sea one views the horizon 
widening to end in the infinity of the oceaned freshness of La mer. 

And let us note the legend of the Cathfflrale engloutie. The 
fishermen of Brittany believe that they<;an behold, emerging from 
the waves at dawn, the legendary city of Ys, buried for centuries 
at the bottom of the sea. Yet the musician gives us no more than 
the suggestion of this definite vision: a suggestion that is the very 
intensity of the emotion which the poesy of the legend has called 
forth in his soul. Whether or no there be bells is a matter of slight 
importance: the scene has no realistic value. But what no one will 
fail to experience in this simple composition — altogether developed 
along a fragment consisting of three notes, D, E, and B — is the 
sense of the sea's infinite mystery which it diffuses, the feeling of 
the grandeur of this aqueous plain, and finally, a sense of eternity 
which cannot be put into words, in whose presence one is overcome 
by a sentiment of humility and devotion. What more effective 
impression of eternity exists than that given in the last page of the 
Prelude where, upon a muted undulation of eighth-notes, an octave 
lower, gravitating about the tonic note, rises the harmonic theme, 
in liquid chords which move with all the solemnity of officiating 
priests? The sea, lashed by the east wind, no longer shows a tran- 
quil surface, but becomes a battle-field: halcyon birds and storm- 
petrels pierce the air, like arrows, and the wind ululates and quivers; 
all nature is in a tumult. Yet the musician still remains within 
the pianoforte ambient, although occasionally the orchestra makes 
itself felt for the first time, in the exuberance of his colors and the 
complexity of his vocal web. 



La Cathedrale englovtie (fram"PreludeSj> I) — measures 72-75. 
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This first book of the Precludes, we note, opens with a 
number that is candid with Hellenic serenity, one which may be 
compared to a Parthenonian bas-relief. They pass lightly by, 
hardly touching the earth with their bare feet, the Danseuses de 
Delphes (a simple line, rising over melodies strictly written in the 
scale tonality, with hardly any modulation). Their dance is a rite: 
the dancers are imbued with the spirit of Apollo, and the gestures 
of their arms, and the movements of their bodies flower into the 
attainment of sheer beauty. Not a gesture rising out of the figu- 
ration, not a motion, breaks the rhythm of their sacrifice. What a 
contrast to the Danse de Puck! Puck, the burlesque spirit of the 
Shakespearean "Dream," is — a little — the ironic sprite in the com- 
poser's soul, for Puck appears to some extent in all his amiable 
musical caricatures, in which, nevertheless, he is a good fellow and 
never really succeeds in enraging his victims. This dance of his is 
all a bit of embroidery; as regards the elegance with which it is 
written, an elegance of which it is one of the collection's most 
notable examples, and also, because of its variety of mood: its 
playfulness, its burlesque note, its sentimentality, hypocritical seri- 
ousness, and above all, its lightness, lightness, lightness. Ah, what 
a divine gift is this lightness of Debussy's which he never loses, from 
his first to his very last work! 

The second book of the PrSludes, though, as regards expressive 
richness and perfection of means, it represents an advance on the 
first book, seems inferior to it in its emotional contents. When he 
reached his thirteenth PrSlude, Debussy's soul appears to have 
turned away — more or less — from any human subject: as though 
his soul no longer vibrated save in response to the refinements and 
delicacies of artifice. 

One need only turn over the pages of the book in order to be 
convinced of this fact. First of all, the titles of these compositions 
in themselves are such as to show that their inspiration, the motive 
of their composition, has, in most cases, an intellectual origin. 
Debussy wished to write these PrSludes of his second book, but did 
not feel them intimately and driven by necessity, as he did those of 
the first. La Puerta del Vino, General Lavine, Hommage a S. 
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Pickwick, Esq., Les tierces alternSes, Feux d' artifice, are so many little 
jewels, considered as extrinsic music; yet they no longer give us 
those sensations of life and poesy which Voiles and Des pas sur la 
neige awake in us. We feel that the composer is always ready to 
sing about what he likes, indeed, to sing merely for his own 
pleasure. A species of blasS humor stops him in the midst of his 
enthusiasm, and in his yielding to the promptings of inspiration. 
He may show himself in a free and dazzling guise; but his grip is no 
longer firm. We have the impression as of something faded, 
spoiled by caresses, even confused. Hence the character of his 
emotion, which, if it be not superficial, is at any rate peripheral, and 
in a measure no more than epidermic, skin-deep. 

And beside, from the pianistic point of view, these pieces no 
longer possess that expressiveness restrained within the instrument's 
established limits of sonority. Some among them even decidedly 
overpass these limits, in endeavoring to give the piano orchestral 
volume of tone (one may note, incidentally, that these are in nearly 
every case written upon three staves, which is not an indication of a 
movement toward more perfect pianist elaboration, but rather 
denotes a trend in the direction of expansion, something like intol- 
erance of the keyboard's limitations). At times the effect is more 
one of groping for what he is in search of than finding it. Certain 
sonorities, for instance, in the Feux a" artifice, look better on the 
printed page than they sound at the keyboard. 

At other times some heterogeneous element, some episode — and 
here, indeed, we may use that term in its customary sense — 
obtrude themselves in the development of the composition, which 
are neither beautiful in themselves, nor homogeneous and "at 
ease" with the context as, for example, in measures 20-24 of La 
terrasse des audiences du clair de lune. 

In fact, it seems at times as though Debussy had run short of 
thoughts, and were satisfied, for this binding reason, to work over, 
though always with good taste, elements and phrases which he had 
given their most vital expression in other pages. More significant 
in this respect than any of the others is the prelude CanopS, which 



Canope (from "Preludes,, IP— measures 1-5. 

Trfes calme et doucement triste 
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clearly betrays the anthology of the Debussyan formula: 



Canope (from"Preludes„ H)— measures' 13-16 




from the first to the last measures (see measures 1-4, 13-15, 24-25 
and others). The melodic progressions of the initial harmonies of 
the prelude in question may be found with but slight rhythmic 
variants, in the Feuilles mortes, measures 8-9. 

Yet now, the worst having been said, and the necessary reser- 
vations made, we hasten to add that in this second collection, how- 
ever, there are pearls of price; and among them, in first instance, we 
would place Ondine. This prelude gives evidence of an exquisiteness 
of harmonic elaboration which Debussy, perhaps, does not achieve 
elsewhere: its swiftness and elegance of idiom are only exceeded by 
the grace of its melodic line, and the mother-of-pearl iridescence of 
its harmonic web. The composer has caressed with a lover's hand 
this magnificent marine creature, so full of living movement, drip- 
ping water and with a smile like a sunbeam. Bruyeres has been 
conceived in the same vein as Lafille aux cheveux de lin, but with a 
greater wealth of emphasis. It also has a sweet and delicate theme 
of afflicted tenderness, comprising but a few lines, with brief plaints 
and fragments which join, part from and appeal one to the other. 
The whole piece breathes an atmosphere of candor and innocence. 
Debussy knows the language of its simple soul: it seems as though 
the angels and the fillettes with linen caps are the only ones who can 
speak it; and in it he puts the whole heart, all that there is of passion 
and of memories. 

Two other masterly pieces, humorous this time, are General 
Lavine, "excentric," and Hommage a Pickwick. The first is no more 
than a cakewalk — with a few short parentheses — but it is a cakewalk 
written by Claude Debussy, who knows how to endow the most 
commonplace things with grace and refinement. We need but recall 
for a moment what a relish the very ordinary guitar accompaniment 
into which the theme of the grotesque insinuates itself, has received 
at his hands. In Pickwick the English character-sketch is still more 
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of a success; the seriousness, at times ridiculous, of Albion's sons 
is here depicted in an insuperable manner. Suddenly, after the 
solemn theme of the English national hymn, which lends itself so 
readily to the forming of an admirable frame-work for choral har- 
monies, there darts forth the leaping design with appogiaturas, 
which give shape to the whole composition, and which above all is 
characteristic of English dances. And after it reenters the solemn 
theme, making a contrast full of relish and humor. This is in truth 
the Samuel Pickwick of Dickens's immortal portrait, down to a 



Hommage a S. Pickwick Esq. (from"PreludeB„n) measures 15 and 16 
(Grave) Peu a peu anime 
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species of little whistle which he utters, so to say, in the back- 
ground, before withdrawing. 



In the year which succeeded the publication of the second book 
of the PrSludes, the war began. Terrible, during its first months, 
for every French heart; ruin swept across the most smiling 
provinces of France and a frenzy of violence and of destruction 
seemed to have turned man into a beast. Art quite suddenly 
seemed to be a far-away and useless thing, to which it seemed no 
one could continue to listen; those among the artists who went away 
were, perhaps, happier than those who remained, stunned and inert 
amid the rising and falling tides of enthusiasm and dejection which 
alternated, turn and turn about. Debussy did not rally from the 
blow; his own rising fever notably increased by the universal rise in 
temperature, his illness, from that time on, manifested itself in all 
its inexorable violence. No more soft, sweet evenings during which, 
in his little study in the Avenue du Bois, he could catch the echoes 
of a serene and carefree life, echoes of songs and dances, and of 
serenades; but instead the vertigenous phantasmagoria of arms and 
of armed men, the commands of "Forward, march!", the howling 



448 The Musical Quarterly 

of the mob cursing the enemy, and working itself up into an exalta- 
tion of patriotic valor, religion, humanity. And Debussy for a time 
is silent. The musician of eighteenth century France, imbued with 
its delicate refinement of spirit, cannot well be the musician of the 
rSvanche and the Sambre et Meuse. The subtle music of Verlaine 
and Mallarme is succeeded by the tumultuous and militaristic music 
of Paul Deroulede, and the empty and resounding music of Edmond 
Rostand. Since Debussy's sentience had not been touched by the 
dramatic impetus of romanticism, and a feeling for the heroic and 
epic was foreign to his nature, he did not thrill to the national drama 
which developed day by day (I am speaking, be it clearly under- 
stood, of the composer's esthetic, not of his moral sentience; for 
Debussy was a good citizen and a zealous Frenchman). "He 
belonged to that tribe of artists," says Laloy, "whose art can produce 
only love, nothing else, and which ignores hatred, dispute, violence 
and vulgarity. Among the musicians he recalls Mozart in particular, 
owing to a like dispensation of innocency and charity; both pos- 
sessed the power of investing all that they touched with a limpid 
serenity, whence their thought progresses toward peacefulness and 

Hence there was missing for his aisthesis those sensations which 
he drew, so to speak, from the atmosphere which surrounded him, 
those things which he saw within the immediancy of his daily per- 
ceptions. He sought to attune himself to this new life; and in the 
three Sonatas for different instruments there is, in fact, more than 
one tentative toward a broadening out and renewing of substance 
which opened up to him new roads of expression. He sensed, 
whether confusedly or clearly we cannot say, that he had exhausted 
all the possibilities of the trend in which he was the supreme 
leader; but a considerable space of time was needed to allow the 
vision which had come to him to mature and express itself in works 
as perfect as those which had signalized the apogee of his preceding 
output. The compositions of the last three years of the French 
master's life — I am speaking, naturally, of his pianoforte works, 
but might also refer to the pages for viola, flute, violin, etc., 
already cited — with the exception, perhaps, of the Etudes, are weak, 
either because they are built up out of material largely barren in 
itself, and not capable of a new vital deploy of strength, or because 
manifestly elements of a new aisthesis not as yet well proportioned, 
and at any rate, not always in homogeneous accord with other pre- 
dominating components. These compositions are: the Epigraphes 
antiques, the Berceuse hSroique, the twelve Etudes and En blanc et 
noir. 
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Furthermore, Debussy moves sensibly toward a change in his 
pianistic style, which reached its highest degree of perfection in 
the second book of Images, and in the first book of the Preludes. 
From the three staves mentioned we pass to four-hand pieces and 
to such for two pianos. In his mania for increasing the sonority of 
his pianistic elaboration, the composer does not see that he is enter- 
ing upon the wrong road, one which will no longer lead him to purity 
but to contamination. 

In the six bas-reliefs which Debussy has entitled Epigraphs, he 
comes near to renewing the stylistic perfection which is the beauty 
of the Chansons de Bilitis. These six pieces are closely connected in 
unity of inspiration and affinity of conception; in addition, the 
composer wishes us to realize this solidarity, for at the conclusion of 
the work, he once more calls up the theme with which it began. 
And yet, regarding the Six Spigraphes antiques, we must repeat what 
has already been said with respect to the second book of the Pre- 
ludes: Debussy makes use of all his clichSs, his patterns — for this is 
what some of his individual "ways of putting things" have become — 

Pour tiivogtier Pan, dieu du vent d'ete (from "Epigraphes antiques„arranged for 2 hands— measure 4-6 

Modere 




in order to write pages which still have a fleeting beauty; yet which 
savor of artifice, and are lacking in life and movement. Of 
what account is it that everything is in its place, and that the bal- 
ance of the composition , as always , is marvellously observed . To-day 
we stand silent before these pictures: they no longer have anything 
to say to us. The cold admiration we may concede them wakes no 
echo in our hearts. And when, for all that it has been done with 
indisputable mastery, the composer struggles with the difficulty of 
lending accents as varied as possible to a fundamental elaboration 
throughout three entire pages on the whole-tone scale (II. Pour 
un tombeau sans nom) , we are oppressed by all this effort which is 
deployed without any noteworthy result. And when he hunts for 
new onomatopeia to depict the rain (VI. Pour remercier la pluie au 

Povr remercier la pluie au matin (from "Epigraphes antiques,, arranged for 2 hands -measure 1 



pj> doux et monotone 
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matin), we think with longing and sorrow of the freshness and 
radiance of Jardins sous la pluie. 

Passing over the Berceuse Mroique, an occasional number dedi- 
cated to the King of the Belgians in a moment of exaltation for that 
outraged land (far more truly felt is the Noel des enfants qui n'ont 
plus de maison, composed — words and music — on the eve of a painful 
operation); we will not dwell at length on the three larger composi- 
tions for two pianos which Debussy has named En blanc et noir, 
perhaps to indicate the acqua fortis character, the etched quality in 
its accentuated contrast with color. Although standing out among 
the composer's productions, by reason of their unusual dimensions, 
these pieces tell us nothing that we do not already know. The first 
movement is vivacious in spirit, and has great rhythmic fluidity; 
yet at bottom it is no more than an elegant valse-caprice, whose first 
chord-successions and whose tonality bring to mind the Gradus ad 
Parnassum. In the second Debussy gives us a war scene, in which 
he endeavors to present a great fresco, perhaps better adapted to 
symphonic than to pianistic expression. The various phases through 
which the composition moves, may be traced and described with 
ease, so well differentiated and characteristic are its various episodes. 
The piece begins with a signal alarm on a double pedal (F sharp and 
C), whose upper note is a far-away beat of the drum; after a few 
measures a folk-song, a no'el, redolent of home-sickness, is heard, 
immediately succeeded by another song, liturgic in quality, as 
though a priest were celebrating funeral rites. Meanwhile, as the 
song rises once more in the distance, against a gloomy and sym- 
metric harmonic background, the rallying beat of the insistent drum 
continues on the same menacing pedal-point which announces the 
imminent battle. Then we have Luther's solemn chorale, to which is 
alertly opposed a ringing French fanfare. These are, practically, 
the various moments as they succeed each other, and the alarm signal 
completes the military picture. We have not overmuch sympathy 
for this species of invocation, in whose episodes we find a logic more 
rational than artistic, and which, musically, give evidence of no more 
than a far-off affinity among themselves. In the third movement 
we have, in a fashion, the effect of being transported into the inti- 
macy of a room, while without the wind is whistling (see, for a move- 
ment similar to this one, Le vent dans la plaine), bringing with it 
wails of lamentation. The rain beats against the window-panes 
and the old castellan relates a terrifying legend (narrative rhythm 
in the seventh measure, later renewed with chords of the ninth, and 
with major thirds in chromatic progression) . The whirlwind passes 
and dies in the distance; the sky regains its serenity, and the moon 
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illumines a white and silent landscape. Although as regards this 
last movement of the composition , we may repeat what has already 
been said regarding the second; it evinces, besides, a more annoying 
meed of disorganization, and shows in a more evident degree an 
extension beyond the potentialities of its generating material. How 
far superior are the Etudes, contemporary with them. The twelve 
Debussyian Etudes, albeit loyal to the exigencies of a mechanical 
formula chosen among the principal difficulties of pianoforte technic, 
are very far from conveying that impression of weariness and 
monotony which we experience when listening to other celebrated 
studies written merely to overcome mechanical difficulties, and to 
bring them to a head in concert virtuosity. Debussy, in his Etudes 
wrote imaginative compositions, in which is evident the predomi- 
nance of his personality over their didactic end and aim. He 
wrote compositions which are named according to the mechanical 
formulas predominating in each; yet which may be provided with 
titles in accordance with individual taste. As a result, it would be 
absurd and puerile to think of these Etudes, these studies, as means 
for proportioning vigor to the hand and freedom of movement to the 
fingers; rather is it opportune to regard these pages as an ultimate 
of perfection, as an end of conquest, in which the composer's imagi- 
native intelligence, and his virtuosity, in turn complete each other, 
without interference. 

As is natural, among the many artifices of piano technic De- 
bussy chooses those in particular which are peculiar to his own man- 
ner of musical expression; and in so doing he reveals himself most 
completely, with the greatest freedom from constraint in his method 
of procedure, and spontaneity in accomplishment. This, for 
example, in the studies for fourths and for sixths — intervals dear to 
this French composer — and those for contrasting sonority, for com- 
posite arpeggios, and for chords. In these, whoever is familiar with 
Debussy's works and loves them, will find reborn, across the web 
of his harmonic delicacies, the most felicitous moments of the past, 
retold with discretion, and what is more, with all the composer's 
marvellous science, which he shows in the broadest sense of the 
word. In such wise that these Etudes, though difficult beyond the 
ordinary, should not intimidate the player who attempts them, 
after he has truly felt and comprehended the spirit of Debussy's art. 
When the pianist endowed with a good technic will have dissected 
their organic structure, and their musical conception, they will all 
prove to be manageable to the fingers, owing to the pianistic man- 
ner, akin to the nature of the keyboard itself, in which they have 
been written. And it will be as easy for him to give a title, in his own 
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mind, to each one of these compositions, as it is for one who has long 
lived in communion with the human soul to divine a word or a 
name from a gesture. As regards the first of the Etudes, for 
example: the one "for the five fingers," after Monsieur Czerny, we 
may repeat what has already been said anent the first movement of 
the Suite pour piano. In it two adversaries, equally well muni- 
tioned, confront each other, Debussy and Czerny. At first Mr. 
Czerny has the word, and tranquilly begins with the most pedantic 
of diatonic exercises on five notes; but along comes Debussy to annoy 
him with notes which do not belong to the key, and with a jig 
rhythm. His impertinence is without any limit, and a battle rages 
all along the line of the five white and the five black keys. Then Mr. 
Czerny begins to lose his calmness and — his memory of the key in 
which he was playing! — and with impetuous fury attacks a long 
scale in D flat major, in order to take refuge from the mockery of 
his obstinate rival, or to shout out in desperation his excellent pro- 
fessorial arguments. Debussy, joining him in the bass, makes fun 
of him with his most terrible scherzo: with one turn of the hand he 
forces him back within the confines of law and tonality, and leaves 
poor Mr. Czerny with a finger to his nose. This magnificent study 
might well be named: "A personal affair between Messrs. Czerny, 
teacher by profession, and Debussy, without fixed profession." 

Perhaps the suggestion of what it expresses might evoke a 
melancholy and arid landscape in the case of the second study, Pour 
les tierces, which, nevertheless, is not composed of thirds only, but 
in which these are in most cases preceded by sixths and fourths, 
with frequent hints of Les tierces alterne'es. The following one, Pour 
les quartes, is more a prelude from the second book of the Preludes 
than a true study. In the fourth Hude we find a few fugitive echoes 
of Chopin in the middle part; while in the fifth study a graceful bell 
design, which recalls Balikirew and other Russians, is developed in 
the movement of a waltz caprice. In the study for Pour les huit 
doigts, the composer's suggestion excludes the thumb in the four- 
note groups confided to each of the hands, and which make us think 
of the technic of Bach's day, employed in the preludes, the fan- 
tasias, and in the toccatas. 

In the second book of the Etudes, the composer frees himself 
to a still greater extent from the bonds of form, abandoning himself 
to that lyric fancy which has given us the PrSludes. The study Pour 
les sonoritSs opposies presents, in alternatives of light and shade, the 
contrast between lofty irradiant peaks and deep, shadowed abysses, 
opposites of sonority heard in the most profound silence. And only 
the chime of a bell in the distance (see the first measures of Les 
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Collines d'Anacapr{) brings an echo of human life into the solitary 
mountain regions. 

In the eighth etude, nymphs and fauns are dancing; and in the 
one following, the eccentric figure of good GSneral Lavine reappears; 
while the chromatic design of the study devoted to precision in 
chromatic steps, makes one think of a sea-breeze. It is worthy of 
note that in these two compositions the composer succeeds in 
reconciling us to the use of certain stereotype designs, which no 
longer seemed capable of renewing themselves in his spirit: be it the 
design which records the numberless "spinners" and "at the foun- 
tains," or the one in repeated notes, dear to every composer of salon 
music during the past century. The final Hude leads up to sonorous 
effects of a novel experience, and is given the characteristic gait 
of a barbarous dance. 

We venture to hope that the hour may never strike in which 
such Etudes will be "adopted" (is that what they call it?) in the 
schools and conservatories; for that hour would mark the decline 
of their beauty. That day would see their entire sacrifice to the 
materialism of mechanism, and the victims to whom they were thus 
taught, would end by loathing this divine poet of sound, perhaps 
more than he himself loathed the "scholastic faculty" in general. 
This overdoing in the technical direction has been the fate of other 
composers of the past, not excluding Chopin, who have been in a 
fair way of becoming mere program numbers in examinations for 
a diploma. Students devoid of more than normal talent, have 
ended by placing in the same category the studies of Liszt and 
those of Czerny, those of Brahms and of Moscheles, of Schumann 
and of Henselt, of Chopin and of Rubinstein; as they may end, 
to-morrow, by bracketing Debussy and — for all I know — Schulhoff! 
It is thus, with a tribute of devotion to the great Pole — to whom the 
Etudes are dedicated — that Debussy's works for the pianoforte end. 

The entirety of his output for piano discloses itself — we repeat — 
as particularly significant of the personality of the French com- 
poser. Debussy's production as a whole embraces — it is true — 
many other genres and turns to other instruments: to the voice in 
his chamber lyrics; to the orchestra; to the harp; to the clarinet; and, 
toward the end, to the flute, and to the viola, the violin and the 
'cello as solo instruments (in the last three Sonatas) . But the piano 
remains his preferred instrument, since it is at the same time the 
most intimate and most capable of variety; its sonal resources are 
those which seem to express most completely, and in its most subtle 
nuances the atmosphere in which Debussy's art floats. Debussy 
achieves a union of the greatest loftiness with the drama and the 
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symphonic poem; yet the impression he makes on us is that he has 
not revealed himself to the full in them as in his piano pages. The 
effect conveyed is that one portion of the sensitive soul of this shy 
and timid artist — who hated, as strongly as it is possible to hate, 
grandiloquent gestures, resounding cries, mastodonian composi- 
tions and multiple orchestral phalanxes — must always have re- 
mained in hiding when he came to express himself symphonically. 
And although, at bottom, just as many pianoforte compositions by 
the nineteenth century romanticists smack of the orchestra, in quite 
a few of Debussy's symphonic scores, perhaps, we feel the piano. 
This is because he has made such extensive use of those subtle 
sonorities, sonorities delicately high, or as though drawn in stump- 
tracery (it is hard to find words which really express artistic sensa- 
tions so exquisitely French, perhaps!), which are the property of the 
piano, even more so of the clavicembalo or of the pianoforte of fifty 
years ago: in a word of an instrument of percussion, or one plucked. 
We need only recall for a moment, in the composition of the De- 
bussyan orchestra, the major importance of the "battery" of 
percussives, the xilophone, celesta, carillon, etc., as well as of the 
harp and the company of the wood-winds, as contrasted with the 
string quartet and the brasses. With all this we do not wish to 
belittle the perspicacity of expression of the Debussy an orchestra. 
Whosoever would deny it, would he not be questioning the perfect 
fit of the instrumental garb to the thought of Iberia or La Mer? 
We merely desired to emphasize the importance of his pianistic 
production, as a medium which reveals in the most exquisite 
manner Debussy's sensitiveness and esthetic personality. 

This piano music is little played, and that but poorly. The 
pianists have begun to introduce a few of the Preludes in their pro- 
grams, yet usually attribute to them only a color value: it is as 
though a pinch of salt were put in a cauldron of water. True 
pianistic importance — beyond its musical value — as a rule, is not 
conceded the music written by Claude Debussy for the instrument. 
Very few appreciate the importance which such an output occu- 
pies in the history of the pianoforte literature. A more reflective 
study of this music would open up to the pianist a vast, new 
horizon, and would place the public in more frequent contact with 
this musical idiom, so pure and so characteristic in quality. 

We have already emphasized the difficulty inherent in this 
music, a difficulty more of an intimate order, interpretative rather 
than mechanical. Because of this, many who cannot succeed in 
liberating their sense of hearing from the four-squareness and 
symmetry of classical pieces, call Debussy difficult: and difficult the 
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music of Debussy will always remain for those who can see in it 
nothing but dissonances, and are desperately seeking their melody. 
There is no need of searching in Debussy's compositions for some- 
thing which is not there; it is enough to understand fully that which 
they do contain: in particular as regards their poesy. Then we will 
already be well advanced toward becoming its qualified interpreters. 
But in order to attain this end, it is necessary, before all, to lay aside 
the idea of drawing out "effects," because frequently such effects 
were not in the composer's mind, and only the pianist is apt to 
aim at such. "That quality of execution which is of major im- 
portance is tonal unity," is Laloy's precious dictum, and he may 
be considered the most faithful interpreter of the master's idea. 
"All that disturbs this unity, vocal portamenti, suspensions in 
rhythm, arbitrary rallentandi or accelerandi, is not only useless 
but fatal. It would be better, perhaps, to deceive one's self 
completely with regard to the character of a composition 
and, for instance, play the Pagodes rapidly, or the SoirSe dans 
Grenade after the manner of a toreador on guard, than to brusquely 
shatter the charm of the music by a blow of the fist, or a grimace. 
. . . The pianists should, in addition, give up their pretentions to 
emphasizing the melody; whatever slight relief of this kind may be 
necessary will come of itself and to insist would be to drop into 
romantic affectation. On the other hand, pianists should not draw 
undue attention to the rapid figurations whose business it is to 
envelope the principal song theme, to signalize it with a linear 
harmony, conforming to the individual character of the piano itself, 
and to give life to the background. It is better to confound, to mix 
these designs, even to drop occasional false notes, than to conquer 
their difficulties in order to celebrate a triumph, and bid for applause 
with a gymnast's grace. . . ." As regards those notes marked with 
a little line, some are played staccato, others are emphasized. What 
should determine the manner of rendition, "is, instead, a transpa- 
rent sonority, which may be secured by a frank attack for a tone 
without hardness, which the pedal will prolong, the finger suddenly 
releasing the key . . . ." 

To these counsels of a more special order, may be added a final 
word of advice which covers the execution of all that Debussy has 
written for the piano, and which may be defined as a consequence 
deducted from the very essence of Debussy's works themselves. 
Debussy's piano music does not develop: a measure depends neither 
on its successor nor on its predecessor for its own reason for being: 
the measures are not subordinate parts, one of the other; but all have 
their own essential value. The measures suggest themselves, one 
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after another, but in each one of them the music is complete, as 
though all elaboration had been condensed, and the component ele- 
ments had come to place themselves one beside the other. The 
executant, therefore, must pay heed, almost to the point of inveri- 
similitude, to the expressiveness of each melodic fragment, of each 
chord. In the interpretation of each page he must follow an ana- 
lytical criterion, far removed from that which he would adopt in 
interpreting the pages of other composers who have preceded 
Debussy. The results which he will obtain will be such as will 
compensate him largely for his patient toil and the violence done his 
usual habit. 

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Claude-Achille Debussy, b. at Saint-Germain-on-Laye, August 22, 
1862; d, in Paris, March 26, 1918. 

The following is a complete list of all the compositions Debussy has 
written for the piano, and which have been published to date. (The 
date of composition precedes each work: the date of publication 
follows it. The data has been drawn from well-authenticated 
sources, such as Laloy and Jean-Aubry.) 

1888. Deux Arabesques, pub. Durand (1904). 

1888. Fantaisie for piano and orchestra, 1 pub. Fromont (1911). 

1890. Ballade, pub. Fromont (1890). 
Danse. id. 
Mazurka, id. 
BJverie. id. 
Valse romantique. id. 

Nocturne, pub. SocieU d' Editions Musicales (previously, Figaro 
Musical) (1890). 

•This Fantaisie was played for the first time in public on December 7, 1919, at the 
Concerts Lamoureux, and has a little history that is worth while relating. Debussy wrote 
it at the Villa Medici, and it was a "Mss. sent from Rome." It greatly shocked the academ- 
ical and, like the Demoiselle Slue, was refused the honor of a performance on their part. 
It was then engraved by a Paris publisher (Fromont?); but when the composer received 
proofs, he was seized with scruples, and wanted to make some modifications. The publisher 
objected, undoubtedly for reasons of economy, and in view of the legitimate obstinacy of 
the composer, actual publication of the work was suspended . . . until after Debussy's 
death! 

We have not been able to examine this youthful work by the composer. Florent 
Schmitt tells us that it "surpasses the Demoiselle in interest, and strangely anticipates 
some very much later preludes, so far as their melodic and harmonic construction are 
concerned. This work ushers in, if one may say so, the mature and definite Debussy of 
L'Aprh-midi cTunfaune, of the Files and the Jeux de vogues. ... As far as the piano part 
is concerned, it is handled in sufficiently characteristic fashion, forming an integral part of 
the orchestra, in the manner of anticipating the procession in PStrouschka, without having 
anything in common with the aggressive virtuosity of the solo concerto." 
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Suite bergamasque; pub. Fromont (1905). 

1. PrSlude. 

2. Menuet. 

3. Clair de lune. 

4. Passepied. 

1891. Marche Scossaisee {Marche des Comtes de Ross) on a folk-theme — 
orchestrated in 1908 — pub. Fromont. 
Pour le piano; pub. Fromont (1901). 

1. PrSlude. 

2. Sarabande. 

3. Toccata. 

1903. D'un cahier d'esquisses; pub. Schott, Bruxelles (1904). 
Estampes; pub. Durand (1903). 

1. Pagodes. 

2. La SoirSe dans Grenade. 

3. Jar dins sous la pluie. 

1904. Masques; pub. Durand (1904). 
L' Isle joy euse, id. 

1905. Images. First Series; pub. Durand (1905). 

1. Reflets dans Veau. 

2. Hommage a, Rameau. 

3. Mouvement. 

1907. Images. Second Series; pub. Durand (1908). 

1. ClochesatraverslesfeuiU.es. 

2. Et la lune descend sur le temple quifut. 

3. Poissons d'or. 

1908. Children's Corner (Coin des enfants). Little Suite; pub. Durand 

(1908). 

1. Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum. 

2. Jimbo's Lullaby (Berceuse des elephants). 

3. Serenade for the doll (Serenade a la poupee). 

4 . The snow is dancing (La neige danse) . 

5. The little Shepherd (Le petit berger). 

6. Golliwogg's cake-walk. 

1909. Hommage a Haydn; pub. Durand (1909); but previously in the 

S. I. M. 

1910. La plue que lente. Waltz; pub. Durand (1910). 
Preiudes. First Book; pub. Durand (1910). 

1. Danseuses de Delphes. 

2. Voiles. 

3. Le vent dans la plaine. 

4. "Les sons et les parfums tournent dans Vair du soir" (Baude- 
laire) . 

5. Les collines d'Anacapri. 

6. Des pas sur la neige. 

7. Ce qu'a vu le vent d'Ouest. 

8. Lafille aux cheveux de lin. 

9. La sSrenade interrompue 
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10. La cathSdrale engloutie. 

11. La danse de Puck 

12. Minstrels. 

1910-1912. PrSludes. Second Book; pub. Durand (1913). 

1. Brouillards. 

2. Feuilles mortes. 

3. La Puerta del vino. 

4. "Les FSes sont d'exquises danseuses." 

5. Bruyeres. 

6. General Lavine "eccentric." 

7. La lerrasse des audiences du clair de lune. 

8. Ondine. 

9. Hommage a S. Pickwick Esq. P. P. M. P. C. 

10. CanopS. 

1 1 . Les tierces alternSes . 

12. Feux d'artifice. 

1913. La botte a joujoux (The Box of Toys). Children's Ballet by 

Andre Helle; pub. Durand (1914). 

1914. (December). Berceuse hiroique, in honor to H. M. King Albert I, 

of Belgium, and his soldiers; pub. Durand (1915). 

1915-1916. Douze Eludes. Two Books; pub. Durand (1916). 

1. Pour les "cinq doigts" (After Mr. Czerny). 

2. Pour les Tierces. 

3. Pour les Quartes. 

4. Pour les Sixtes. 

5. Pour les Octaves. 

6. Pour les huits doigts. 

7. Pour les DSgres chromatiques . 

8. Pour les AgrSments. 

9. Pour les Notes ripeUes. 

10. Pour les SonoritSs opposSes. 

11. Pour les Arpeges composSes . 

12. Pour les Accords. 

1915. Six Spigraphes antiques. For four hands; pub. Durand (1915). 

1. Pour invoquer Pan, dieu du vent d'StS. 

2. Pour un tombeau sans nom. 

3. Pour que la nuit soil propice. 

4. Pour la danseuse aux crotales. 

5. Pour V Egyptienne . 

6. Pour remercier la pluie au matin. 

En blanc et noir. For two pianos, four hands; pub. Durand (1915) . 
I. Qui reste a sa place 
et ne dance pas, 
de quelque disgrace 
fait Vaveu tout bas. 
("Who stays in his place 
Nor dances for choice; 
The while some disgrace 
He admits in low voice.") 
(J. Barbier et M. Carre — Romeo et Juliette.) 
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II. Prince, porte" soit des serfs Eolus 
en la forest oil domine Glaucus. 
Ou privS soit de paix et d'espSrance 
car digne n'est de possMer vertus 
qui mal vouldroit au royaume de France. 
("Prince, or carried by Eolus's serfs 

In woods where Glaucus reigns supreme, 
Or robbed of peace and hope's fair choice, 

Worth having virtues none I deem 
Who wish ill to the realm of France.") 

(F. Villon.) 
III. Yver, vous n'este qu'un vilain. . . . 

(Ch. d'Orleans.) 
("Yver, you are but low-born. . . .") 

Much has been written concerning Debussy, particularly in 
France: in Italy his works have not as yet been made the object of 
an exhaustive study, at least, unless we wish to regard as such the 
inconclusive pamphlet Debussy e un innovatore? (Is Debussy an 
innovator?) published in Rome, in 1910, and which demonstrates 
its author's mediocre equipment for a critical comprehension of 
modern art, and that of Debussy in particular. Rather there may 
be read with interest Tommasini's essay (Rivista Musicale Italiana, 
vol. XIV, p. 157); that of Ildebrando Pizetti (which refers especially 
to PelUas) published in the same magazine (XV, 350), and in the 
volume Musicisti Contemporanei (Treves, 1914) and that of Adriano 
Lualdi, mainly devoted to an examination of the Martyr e de St.- 
SSbastien (Rivista Musicale Italiana, XXV, 271). We know of no 
critical essays dealing specifically with the piano compositions, with 
the exception of the insignificant one by Burlingame Hill in the 
Mercure Musical (Oct. 15, 1906). As regards Debussy's art in gen- 
eral there is nothing more worth while calling attention to than 
Louis Laloy's Debussy (Dorbon, 1909, but now out of print), which 
is the keenest and most comprehensive work among those which this 
poet and prophet of Debussyism has written, and among those which 
have been written by others on the same subject. Notwithstanding, 
among these writings may be mentioned the valuable pages which 
G. Jean-Aubry dedicated to the author of PelUas in La musique 
francaise d'aujourd'hui (Perrin, 1916), those of Romain Rolland in 
Musiciens d'aujourd'hui (Hachette, 1908), Daniel Chenneviere's 
monograph (Durand), and one, in English, by F. Liebich (John 
Lane). Among articles appearing in foreign reviews the following 
might be instanced as being of the greatest interest: M. D. Calvo- 
coressi, "Claude Debussy" (The Musical Times, Feb., 1908); 
Lawrence Gilman, "Wagner and Debussy" (Musical Standard, 
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Nov. 28, 1908); L. Laloy, Claude Debussy et la simpliciti dans la 
musique {Revue Musicale, Feb. 15, 1904); L. Laloy, Debussy et le 
Debussysmo (S. I. M., Aug., 1910); J. Marnold, Debussy (Mercure 
de France, April 16, 1908); Ernest Newman, "The Development of 
Claude Debussy" (The Musical Times, May-June, 1918); and the 
November issue of the Echo Musical, entirely devoted to Debussy, 
with articles by Schmitt, Chantavoine, Roussel, Samazeuilh and 
others. 1 

(Translated by Frederick H. Martens) 



l Any bibiliography of Debussyan literature should include the articles published in 
"The Musical Quarterly" of October, 1918: "Claude Debussy," by J. Jean-Aubry; and 
J. G. Prodhomme's "Claude Achille Debussy." Nor should, in Lawrence Gilman's "Nature 
in Music" (John Lane), be overlooked the pertinent reflections on Debussy's works em- 
bodied in "Tonal Landscapes" (p. 11) and "Music and the Sea" (p. 73) nor his little book 
on "Pelleas et Melisande" (Schirmer). The second number of La Revue Musicale 
(Paris, Dec. 1, 1920) is entirely devoted to Debussy, and aside from the "Tombeau de 
Claude Debussy" (ten memorial compositions by Dukas, Roussel, Malipiero, Goossens, 
Bela Bartok, Schmitt, Stravinsky, Ravel, de Falla and Satie, dedicated to the com- 
poser's manes) contains articles by a number of leading French critics on various phases 
of Debussy's art. 



